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: Brief Reviews

BRIEF REVIEWS
Symbolism and American Literature, by Charles N. Feidelson, Jr.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1953. 356 pp. $6.50.
less than a complete reorientation of nineteenth century
American literature seems to be the aim of Charles N. Feidelson, Jr.,
in Symbolism and American Literature. According to Mr. Feidelson,
the one common denominator" the distinctive quality, of Emerson,
Thoreau, Whitman, Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville is not, as F. O.
Matthiessen supposed (in American Renais~ance), "their common devotion to the possibilities of democracy" but rather "their devotion to
the possibilities of symbolism." To support his thesis, Feidelson offers
a new reading of some of the major texts, attempts to define "the symbolistic imagination" and to discriminate "the intellectual landscape"
that resulted in an indigenous American symbolist tradition.
Implicit in Feidelson's methods and findings are his assumptions
and motives. Literary nationalism, only recently resurrected by the
editors of Partisan Review after a long season of disfavor in the thirties, importunes him to declare that
NOT HI N G

At a time when English literature was living on the capital of romanticism
and increasingly given over to unambiguous narrative and orthodox meditation, American literature had turned toward a new set of problems, growing
out of a new awareness of symbolic method. In the central work of Hawthorne, Whitman, Melville, and Poe symbolism is at once technique and
theme.... Symbolism is the coloration taken on by the American literary
mind under the pressure of American intellectual history. Modern symbolism
is a parallel response to closely related conditions; it is the literary comequences of certain .basic problems of mod~rn thought.
His aim is "to define this perspective, theoretically and historically."
The strategy here is to establish the primacy for contemporary American writers and scholars of a usable American tradition, to reassure
l,ls that we need not be ashamed of our cultural heritage. Of course,
our new assurance must be paid for: we must give up (or at least deplore) the romanticism of nineteenth-century American writers because their romanticism led to self-expression instead of (to use the
term of an English romantic, Keats) "negative capability," the impersonal exploitation of a medium. Just how we are to separate the purely symbolic elements from the rest of the work (particularly the ro-
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mantic aspects) is not quite clear; but, since the true "affinity" of the
contemporary writer for his predecessors involves their common symbolical approach to "the basic problem" of vindicating "imaginative
thought in a world grown abstract and material," the sacrifice is hardlya loss.
The touchstone of literary value for Feidelson is the doctrine of
symbolism. Whenever nineteenth-century American writers adhere to
the symbolical mode, they have special value: "Considered as pure
romantics, they are minor disciples of European masters. Their symbolistic method is their title to literary independence." But it is difficult to dis,cern the symbolic intent of their work because "nothing to
approach the conscious craftsmanship of modern writing is apparent
in the most obviously symbolic of American writing." Consequently
Feidelson, after making "due reservations," attributes motives; he
suggests what his subjects might have intended had they been aware
of their intentions! Apparently, Mr. Feidelson believes in a theory of
progress which extends to literature and criticism. He is thus able to
discover what the writers themselves could not comprehend, their
secret impulse toward symbolic expression.
Objections to Symbolism and American Literature should not ob·
scure the real value of the work. It is the first systematic study of
American literature from the symbolical point of view. Mr. Feidelson
may be mistaken when he suggests that his analysis of the author's approach to language yields more valuable aesthetic criticism than Mat·
thiessen's analysis of themes. Perhaps there are innumerable useful
ways of discussing literature. Perhaps the results of a given approach
will depend primarily upon the critic's intelligenUise of his method,
Certainly, Mr. Feidelson's sensitivity and intelligence enable him to
provide new insights into specific works as well as a fresh appraisal of
our literary background.-E.S.

Canciones Ltigubres y Tristes, a'la lHuerte de Don Cristobal de O,iate,
by Francisco Murcia de la Llana. Valencia: Duque y Marques Opusculos Literarios Rarisimos, III. 1953.
A NEW edition of a very rare book referring to :"'ew Mexico has just
been published in Spain: Canciones Ltigubres a la Muerte de don
Cristobal de O'late ("Mournful Songs on the Death of Don Crist6bal
de Onate"). The only other edition extant is that of 1622 (the cover
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of which is reproduced here), an edition so rare that twenty-five years
ago a copy was sold in Madrid-by the Libreria Vindel-for four thousand pesetas.
It is a work of extraordinary interest, especially for those concerned
with New l\lexican history. Quite aside from its intrinsic value, this
book was the first to speak of New Mexico as a territory with a definite
personality.
Francisco Murcia de la Llana, the author and compiler of the collection of Songs, glorifies the deeds of Crist6bal de Onate, who died at
the age of twenty-four while returning from a Spanish expedition to
Mexico. Crist6bal was the soh of Juan de'Onate, the governor and
conquistador of ~ew Mexico. Crist6bal's grandparents were Hernan
Cortes and a daughter of Moctezuma.
The present edition contains a preface by the professors Agapito
Rey and Jose Manuel Blecua, with interesting bibliographical and
historical notes.
Incidentally, the work was first published in l\ladrid when the great
, dramatist Lope de Vega was acting as censor. He signed the authoriza·
tion for the printing of the work.-R.S.
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